THE   RIGHT   TO   HERESY

Castellio developed his thesis with dispassionate logic,
lucidly and irrefutably. The question at issue was
whether heretics should be persecuted, and punished
with death for what was a purely intellectual offence.
But before discussing this, Castellio inquires: "What do
we really mean by the term heretic?" Whom are we
entitled to call a heretic, without being unjust? Castel-
lio's answer runs: "I do not believe that all those who are
termed heretics, are really heretics. . . . The appellation
has to-day become so abusive, so terrifying, carries with
it such an atmosphere of opprobrium, that whenever a
man wishes to rid himself of a private enemy, he finds
that the most convenient way is to accuse this foe of
heresy. As soon as others hear the dreaded name, they
are filled with such overwhelming fear that they stop
their ears, and blindly assail, not only the alleged heretic,
but also those who venture to say a word in his favour."

Castellio refused to become infected by such a hysteria
for persecution. He knew that each era discovers a fresh
group of unhappy persons upon whom to empty the vials
of collective hatred. Sometimes it is on account of their
religion, sometimes on account of the colour of their skin,
their race, their origin, their social idea, their philosophy,
that the members of some comparatively small and weak
group are made targets for the annihilative energies
latent in so many of us. The watchwords, the occasions,
vary; but the method of calumny, contempt, destruc-
tion, remains unchanged. Now, declared the writer, an
intelligent being should not allow himself to be blinded
by such defamatory words, or to be carried away by the
fury of mass instincts. Again and again, with a fresh
devotion to balance and to justice, he must seek the right.
Consequently, in this matter of heretics, "Martinus
Bellius" refused to take up a definitive position until he
had fully mastered the significance of the word.

What, then, is a heretic? Castellio returned again
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